Speaking Notes for “Gandhian Values and the Revolutionary Power of Technology: 
Is a Synthesis Possible?” Gandhi Bhavana, August 25, 2024, 10AM 


Ram Guha on Gandhi and Medicine 


A perfect illustration of why characterizing Gandhi as anti-science is totally 
wrong comes from Ram Guha, who writes about Gandhi’s views on medicine. 


Many think Gandhi was against scientific medicine and only believed in natural 
and herbal medicines. That may have been true when he was younger, but 
Gandhi was always open to learn, and he learned about western medicine. By 
1919, he believed enough that he asked for surgery to cure his piles and was so 
impressed he recommended it widely. 


In 1921, Gandhi helped open a medical college in Delhi, Tibbia College. He paid 
tribute to “tribute to the spirit of research that fires the modern scientists.” 


But then, he issued a stern warning: “My quarrel is not against that spirit. My 
complaint is against the direction that the spirit has taken. It has chiefly 
concerned itself with the exploration of laws and methods conducing to the 
merely material advancement of its clientele.” 


The Ayurvedic College 


One of my favorite Gandhi stories is a few years later, in 1925 in Kolkata. He 
was asked to lay the foundation for a new ayurvedic university, the Ashtanga 
Ayurveda Vidyalaya. 


All the dignitaries present spoke about the bright future and mission of this 
new enterprise, what a great occasion it was. 


Then it came Gandhi’s turn to speak. He trashed the joint. He criticized the 
whole enterprise. 


He started out talking about medicine in general, expressed his usual reticence 
about medicine and what a difficult patient he was. But then he focused in 
specifically on Ayurvedic medicine. 


He called the Ayurvedic doctors arrogant. That they lacked humility. That they 
thought they could cure all diseases. 


He said the industry was selling humbug medicines only to make money. That 
magazines were full of the advertisements that catered to the basest passions 
of humanity only to make money. 


He said the advertisements were alluring and no doubt profitable but were 
“cutting deep into the vitals of the suffering humanity.” 


He totally trashed the joint. The committee asked him to withdraw his 
comments and he refused. He said what he believed, and he was sticking with 
it. He believed in Ayurveda, properly applied. He didn’t like how it was being 
applied. 


| take two lessons from this. 


The first of course was that if you invited Gandhi-ji to speak, you should be 
prepared for him to speak his mind and not assume he would sing your praises. 


But the most important lesson was that Gandhian values were not against 
technology, there were against the inappropriate use of technology, the use of 
technology to enrich the few instead of help the many. 


My Elon Dream 


Let me tell you a dream | had, a fantasy about the time that Gandhi met Elon Musk, 
the richest man in the world, the owner of Twitter. 


There’s a meeting at Twitter Headquarters. The aides are sitting around the table, 
and Elon is at the head of the table. 


Elon says “I want to do an Internet Town Hall! Get me a list of influencers!” 
Staffer No. 1 speaks up. “What about that lady who juggles cats?” 

Elon nods in approval. 

Staffer No. 2 gathers his courage and says “How about some Nazis?” 

Elon smiles. “Now we’re cooking!” 


Staffer No. 3, at the very end of the table, says “What about that Indian fellow, 
Gandhi?” 


Elon scowls. “I don’t speak Indian!” 
Staffer No. 3 says “But, sir, he speaks English! And he’s got a billion followers, sir!” 


Elon says “OK, get him on the line for me.” 


The next day, Desai gets a Telegram from Twitter. “Mr. Musk wishes to talk to your 
boss.” 


Gandhi-ji was out walking the villages, but he found an Internet cafe and clicked on 
the Zoom link. 


Elon comes online and is full of camaraderie. “Hey there Mohan old buddy, how 
you doing? I’m doing an Internet Town Hall and I hear you’re a bit of an influencer 
down there! Will you join us?” 


Gandhi has a bemused smile on his face and a twinkle in his eye. “Sure, Elon, of 
course l'Il do it. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 


So, the big day happens. We hear first from the lady who juggles cats. Then there’s 
a couple of nazis. Then, they introduce “Mohan From India, who’s going to tell you 
why Twitter is so great.” 


Well, you can guess what happened. Gandhi totally trashes the joint. He totally rips 
into Twitter: 


Twitter is a cesspool of misinformation. 

Twitter is a haven for extremists. 

Twister is totally untransparent, biased, and manipulated. 
Twitter has gone downhill and is now the sewer of social media. 


Twitters has all the morals and dedication to public service of the East India 
company. 
As with the Ayurvedic college, when you invite Gandhi Ji, be careful what you ask 
for. 


In summation, there are two paths to technology. 


The East India path is the one that Mark Zuckerberg and Elon Musk and, | must 
says some, technologists in India have walked down. They want to own your world, 
to be your gatekeeper. You are their product to exploit. 


There is another path, and that is the path of open source and open science and 
open protocols and open access to knowledge. 


This is not a new path, it not a revolution, it is the path Mahatma Gandhi trod and 
today we simply follow him in his footsteps. 


